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By Chief Sam DiGiovanna with Lexipol, www.lexipol.com

Let’s talk about a growing trend: firefighting and the homeless:

GREATER ALARM STRUCTURE FIRE 04/27/2022 INC#0089
77 firefighters took just 29 minutes in defensive operations to extinguish flames in a vacant 30' x 40' commercial building, the site of a previous blaze. Despite sizeable flames and portions of the structure collapsing into the subfloor during the well-coordinated firefight, adjacent businesses were protected from harm. Though the building showed evidence of previous unlawful habitation, no persons were discovered, and no injuries have been reported. Firefighters will remain on scene to further search the premises and overhaul smoldering debris. The specific cause of the fire has yet to be determined….

The key phrase here is “evidence of previous unlawful habitation.” Translated into regular English, this indicates homeless people had been living in an abandoned building.

Sadly, homelessness in the United States is on the rise, with no end in sight. My home state of California leads the nation with an average population of 162,548 people unhoused at any given time. New York (91,271), Florida (27,487), Texas (27,229) and Washington (22,923) round out the top five states with the largest homeless populations.

It’s well known that the homeless crisis has created a greater threat to public safety workers like law enforcement, emergency medical services and corrections officers. A lesser-known impact is the increased risk for firefighters.

According to a report from last year, 54% of the fires fought by the Los Angeles Fire Department were directly related to homelessness. In downtown L.A., it was an astonishing 80%. This is obviously not a problem that will go away anytime soon.

Commercial Building Crisis

In California and across the country, the COVID pandemic and the resulting economic downturn has created a “perfect storm” of empty commercial buildings and increased homeless populations. The vacant buildings, which were once a source of tax revenue for public safety, are now a drain on public resources as they become the new home for the homeless.

With tax dollars diminishing, public safety agencies are forced to make budget cuts, including reductions in staff. This means more abandoned buildings occupied by those experiencing homelessness, and fewer firefighters to respond when fires occur.

Some might argue that there’s nothing inherently wrong with someone sleeping in a building that isn’t being used for any other purpose. The problem isn’t the sleeping; it’s the living. Squatters wall off makeshift rooms, undermining structural integrity. They often bring in portable stoves, generators and heaters. It’s not uncommon to see illegally modified electrical systems, or propane and gasoline stored near heat sources. Illegal drug use — or even drug manufacture — causes further fire risks.

All this adds up to increased danger of fires. When fires occur, they weaken structural members as well as other parts of the building that have been modified against code. After a fire, unhoused people often move right back in, and the cycle begins again. Though the buildings are technically “abandoned,” fire incidents at these locations require a primary and secondary search along with a coordinated fire attack.

Motor Home Fires

Another increasing trend is motor home fires. Shopping center parking lots and residential streets are becoming the new “real estate,” with motor homes serving as housing for people who have lost jobs or homes. As with abandoned buildings, the need to cook, stay warm and obtain electricity is compounding dangers for both motor home occupants and first responders.

Motor homes sit on top of tanks filled with gasoline or diesel fuel. Most have propane tanks as well. These vehicles are made of lightweight materials that burn extremely fast — many with only one way in and one way out.

Space heaters, generators and illegal electrical taps create increased risk of fire. Often, the people living in motor homes use barbecues and other outdoor heat sources for both cooking and keeping warm, creating the danger of fire as well as carbon monoxide poisoning.

I recently spoke with a middle-aged woman who was living in her motor home in a shopping center parking lot. It was a sad story. She told me she’d lost her job, then lost her home due to the pandemic. With the little savings she had, she bought a used motorhome. Though she eventually found a job, it didn’t provide enough of a salary to buy a home or rent an apartment. The motor home was her last option for shelter. To add to the stress, she said, she was forced to relocate frequently — daily or sometimes weekly, depending on city ordinances.

Sure enough, in order to stay warm and cook her meals, this woman had modified her motor home in ways that were both dangerous and against code. I advised her of the importance of having a smoke detector and CO2 alarm installed, as well as fire extinguishers. Whether she took my advice, given her limited means, is anyone’s guess.

Fires in Homeless Encampments

Higher homeless populations mean more homeless encampments, which pose a unique hazard to both the public and first responders. In the Bay Area, Redwood City fire officials said they’d seen 120 fires per year due to rising homeless populations. This same problem is happening across California and across the country.

Outside fires for cooking and staying warm are a major culprit. Once ignited, these fires spread to nearby structures, causing further challenges for firefighting. And the homeless population can be very savvy about tapping into city utilities such as fire hydrants. When firefighters arrive at a scene and attempt to hook up, they often find they don’t have the right tools to undo the illegally modified hydrants, which slows down the response.

Exterior fires in homeless encampments are starting more brush fires, creating difficulties with limited resources. A recent fire in Sacramento torched 22 acres along the American River Parkway, where a group of homeless people had been living.

Compounding the problem is the unfortunate reality that interacting with the homeless can be difficult and dangerous, as they often experience mental illness or emotional crises stemming from the long-term effects of trauma, abuse, and drug and alcohol use. Many times, fire crews must stage a block of two away from a fire and wait until the police department arrives on scene.

My article, “When the call has no address,” is another good reminder of this growing concern.

Awareness Is Key

Fire departments across the country are trying to stay ahead of this issue, but many are falling behind. With current conditions, resources are stretched thin, and many agencies are understaffed. At this point, one of the most important things we can do is raise awareness of the problem of firefighting and the homeless.

This crisis is not going away quickly. In fact, it is growing. It is important to stay ahead of this new norm by creating and updating policies. Here are a few additional things to think about:

When called to a scene where you suspect unhoused people may be living in the structure 
· Pay close attention to the dispatcher or check your computer/MDT en route to the scene. You may be advised: “This is the site of one/two previous burns.” Structural stability may be compromised!
· Be aware there may be illegal modifications to any vacant building, as well as unexpected electrical taps that could pose dangers to your crew.
· As with any building, “abandoned” or “vacant” doesn’t necessarily mean “unoccupied.”

When called to a fire where homeless people are present:
· Stay up to date with your department’s policy regarding potentially hostile individuals/incidents.
· If your agency’s policy says to stage a few blocks out from the scene and wait for law enforcement, follow that rule! The safety of you and your personnel are your number one priority.
· You may want to carry additional tools to dismantle illegal modifications made to hydrants.
· Treat everyone you interact with—homeless or otherwise—with courtesy and dignity. Remember that unhoused people’s possessions aren’t trash (even if they’re in trash bags).
· When you interact with homeless people, if you can do so safely, take some time to educate them about fire prevention.
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